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Unlock-ing the Discussion: A Textbook Review 




This paper reviews the Unlock series of EFL textbooks published by Cambridge University Press 
and argues that the series is, overall, a very effective and engaging content-based course for 
university-aged students. First, it provides an overview of the textbooks and the accompanying 
materials available. Then it discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the series. Finally, through 
a self-reflection over two semesters, I identify some errors made when I initially used the 
textbook in a communication class, as well as highlighting some improvements when I retaught 
the classes the following year—one of the key changes being the switch from using Unlock: 
Listening and Speaking Skills to Unlock: Reading and Writing Skills. 
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 Published in 2014, the Unlock series of textbooks is still a relatively new EFL textbook 
aimed primarily at University-aged students. There are four levels to the textbook and each level 
has two books: Listening and Speaking Skills (LSS) and Reading and Writing Skills (RWS). The 
books are designed to work together as one cohesive, four skills course as the ten thematic units 
in one book are mirrored in the other. The unit topics reflect the level of the textbooks; ranging 
from broad topics such as “Seasons”, “Jobs”, and “Places” in Unlock 1, to more challenging 
topics like “Globalization”, “Manufacturing”, and “Risk” in Unlock 4.       
 Each unit is broken up into four main components that could be incorporated as short 
stand-alone lessons. The components to a unit in LSS are a video, two listening activities, and a 
speaking task, each of which focuses on a different sub-topic. For example, the “Homes and 
Buildings” unit of LSS 1 contains a video about living in the slums of Mumbai, a radio interview 
about the importance of color in interior design, and a conversation brainstorming ideas for a 
new building. Finally, the speaking task has students discussing their own ideas for a building, 
answering questions regarding where the building should be built and what it should look like. A 
unit in RWS follows a similar structure to LSS by having three receptive skill-based components 
(one video and two reading passages) followed by a productive component (this time in the form 
of a writing task). The textbook is accompanied by a plethora of online resources which include: 
online workbooks, providing the students with more vocabulary and grammar practice; e-books, 
which can be used on a projector in class and contain the videos and answers, negating the need 
for a teacher’s book or DVD player; and an online “Cambridge Learning Management System” 
which allows the teacher to interact with students and monitor student progress throughout the 
course.            
 Unlock has a strong focus on building the learners’ critical thinking skills. Each unit also 
contains a critical thinking section which aims to “develop [students’ lower- and higher-order 
thinking skills, ranging from demonstrating knowledge and understanding to in-depth 
evaluation” (Westbrook, 2014, p. 10). In order to do this, Westbrook specifically references the 
2001 revised version of Bloom’s Taxonomy which provides a set of six classifications for learner 
cognitive processes. These classifications are remember, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, 
24CELE JOURNAL No. 26
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 26  25 
and create, and Unlock uses these terms as headings in order to “highlight the exercises which 
develop Bloom’s concepts” (p. 10). 
 
Strengths 
 Firstly, the content of Unlock is interesting, current, and engaging for students. When 
surveyed for their opinion of the topics in the book, all students said the topics were either 
“Good” or “Excellent” (see Appendix). The level of topical variety within each unit allows for a 
high level of discussion which helps to maintain student interest. The book’s multicultural 
approach is also beneficial to the Japanese classroom as it gives students an opportunity to learn 
about and explore cultures which may otherwise be unknown to them. Throughout the book, 
students are encouraged to relate what they learn from the receptive stages to their own country 
or culture, giving students a chance to process the information individually. By providing 
engaging, multicultural content and stimulating, individualizing discussion questions, Unlock 
successfully manages to facilitate interesting discussions in class.    
 Each section of a unit is also well structured, utilizing a warm-up, general 
comprehension, detailed comprehension, and discussion structure. Each task is clearly labeled in 
the margin, so the expectations of each task are transparent to both the students and the teacher. 
Another strength of Unlock is its use of self-assessment checklists at the end of each unit, which 
allow for greater learner autonomy through student self-awareness. 
Limitations           
 Whilst I would argue that Unlock is a strong choice of textbook, there are still some 
limitations to consider. One such limitation can be found in Unlock 1. In the first section of unit 
1, students are assumed to be able to understand question words as well as answer “Would you” 
questions in the discussion. As the first book of the series, it would be very difficult for a 
beginner level student to manage. The textbook itself also has a lot of text which could prove 
intimidating and off-putting to low-ability students. However, this criticism has already been 
addressed by Cambridge University Press in the form of Unlock: Basic Skills. Recently 
published in August 2017, this textbook provides a much needed introductory level to the Unlock 
course.            
 Another limitation to Unlock is its inability to provide a four skills course with one book. 
Since each book only focuses on two skills, if a teacher wanted to focus on all four skills in one 
25 CELE JOURNAL No. 26
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 26  26 
course they would need to either supplement one book with something else or use both books. 
However, depending on the lesson time and course length, both books could be too much content 
and/or expensive for students to buy.  
 
Class Reflection (Spring 2016) 
 
 In the spring semester of 2016, I taught two classes which met once a week, for 90 
minutes, for a total of 15 lessons. As a new teacher to the university, I was given Unlock: 
Listening and Speaking Skills 3 to use for both classes. Since it was a communication class, this 
book seemed to be a more logical choice than Unlock: Reading and Writing Skills 3 given its 
emphasis on speaking. In the first class, I allowed students to familiarize themselves with the 
textbook and to choose five units that we would study in class. Since there were ten very 
different topics to choose from, and the class sizes were small, allowing the students this 
opportunity to individualize the course seemed appropriate. By choosing five topics from the 
textbook, I planned to spend three weeks on each topic since each unit had more than enough 
content.             
 However, when put into action, I discovered three main flaws: (a) regardless of the unit, 
student engagement consistently decreased by the third week of each unit; (b) even though 
students had collectively chosen the topics, students showed less enthusiasm for some topics than 
others; (c) the level of discussion in both classes was often stunted and students found it difficult 
to formulate their ideas and opinions in class. I believe that (a) was partly due to a substantial 
amount of lesson time being taken up with content input sections (the video and listening 
activities), thereby leaving less time for discussion. Students subsequently found it difficult to 
reflect, question and comment on the content in class due to time constraints and lack of 
“thinking time” available.  
 
Class Reflection (Spring 2017) 
 
 The following year, I decided to make three major changes to the course content: 
1. I restructured the course to incorporate seven units instead of five, assigning two weeks for 
each. By increasing the number of units used in the course, I hoped to reduce the possibility of 
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low student interest. This seemed to have proved successful as all students said this structure 
was “Good” or “Excellent” (See Appendix).  
2. I employed a “flipped classroom” teaching methodology. Flipping the classroom means to 
reverse standard teaching practices so that new content is learnt individually at home. 
Developed by Jonathan Bergmann and Aaron Sams for the L1 classroom, it is used in order to 
personalize classes and allow greater student-teacher interaction. This was originally done by 
recording lectures for students to watch in their own time so that when they came to class the 
content input stage was already done (Bergmann and Sams, 2012, p. 5). When applying the 
concept to my classroom, I set the content input sections of each unit as homework, which we 
checked and then discussed the following week. By doing this, less time was spent on content 
learning so that students could focus solely on articulating and discussing their opinions. This 
method was particularly successful because students came to class prepared and ready to 
discuss the day’s topic, often with questions of their own or with anecdotes of their own 
experiences to share. Overall, I found this class format to be much more fruitful.       
3. I changed the textbook from Listening and Speaking Skills to Reading and Writing Skills. This 
change was directly related to flipping the classroom. By changing the textbook, the content 
input relied on the reading passages of the textbook, which was a lot easier to refer back to 
during discussions or when a student had not understood something. If I had assigned 
listening passages as homework tasks, students might have forgotten the content useful for the 
lesson, and refreshing their memory would have proven difficult and time-consuming in class. 
 
Conclusion 
 Overall, I have found the Unlock series to be highly successful in communication classes. 
Students were interested and engaged throughout the course. Each activity is clearly labeled and 
relatively easy to teach because of the structure and headings. When the books are used together 
as a four skills content-based course, the Unlock series successfully manages to give students 
ample practice in all areas. Used separately, both books are able to engage students and 
encourage them to think both individually and critically about a wide range of multi-cultural 
topics. However, personally, I have found Unlock: Reading and Writing Skills to be more 
accessible for students to prepare for and develop discussion in the classroom.   
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Language	Skills Listening Speaking Reading Writing All	the	same
1.	Which	language	skill	do	you	think	is	the	most	difficult? 1 4 2 2 0
2.	Which	language	skill	do	you	use	the	most? 5 3 1 0 0
3.	Which	language	skill	would	you	most	like	to	practice? 2 5 2 1 1
4.	Which	language	skills	do	you	feel	you	practiced	in	class? 2 9 2 0 0
5.	Which	language	skills	have	you	improved	in	this	class? 2 7 2 1 0
The	Textbook Terrible Poor OK Good Excellent
1.	What	did	you	think	of	the	topics? 0 0 0 4 5
2.	How	was	the	level? 0 0 2 5 2
3.	Videos 0 0 0 5 4
4.	Reading	Passages 0 0 1 5 3
5.	Amount	TB	was	used 0 0 3 4 2
6.	R/W	textbook	for	discussion	class 0 1 0 4 4
7.	Overall 0 0 1 7 1
Course	Structure/Content Terrible Poor OK Good Excellent
1.	Structure	of	lessons 0 0 0 4 3
2.	2	weeks	on	each	topic 0 0 0 2 4
3.	First	Presentation	Assignment 0 0 2 2 3
4.	Second	Presentation	Assignment 0 0 3 0 4
5.	How	the	class	is	assessed? 0 1 0 4 2
Overall	Satisfaction Lowest Highest
1.	Level	of	discussion 0 0 1 3 3
2.	Student's	own	participation 0 0 0 4 3
3.	How	much	did	you	learn? 0 0 0 1 6
4.	How	enjoyable	was	the	class? 0 0 0 2 5
5.	Overall 0 0 0 4 3
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